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“A Sense of the Ending: Does Malcolm Earn It?”






It usually goes without saying that critics of the play give most attention to Macbeth and much attention to Lady Macbeth.  They give little to Banquo, his companion in battle, and Macduff, his conqueror in combat.  They give Duncan an honorable mention but can hardly muster a kind word for Malcolm.

In fact, critics have had few words of any kind about Malcolm.  He says and does very little in the early scenes in which he appears.  Then he says and does a great deal in the longest scene in Shakespeare’s shortest tragedy, in what I call the “Court Scene” (IV,iii).  When critics look to the content of his words, he seems a paragon; when they look to his contrivance in using them, he seems a manipulator.  So, at the end of the play, when he celebrates his triumph, invests his thanes and kinsmen as earls, and invites all to see him crowned at Scone, critics see him as a cipher.

Muriel C. Bradbrook may have been the first to observe that Malcolm in the Court Scene “was showing himself fit to rule—cleverer than his father, who knew no art to find the mind’s construction in the face, and did not probe below a fair appearance.”  Instead of pursuing these excellent points, she wanders off into puzzlement.  She views the first part of the scene as detached exemplar, related neither narratively, dramatically, nor thematically to the whole, and “superficial” in its relation to the action of the play.​[1]​  Of Malcolm in the last scene, she implies that he is a figurehead for the celebration.





So they say.  I have my doubts about all of the above—Malcolm a verbose, devious cipher and weakling; an ending celebration ambiguously literal and ironic; and, on either account, the genre of the play as tragedy.  Let me defend my doubts in reverse order.

The definition of a tragedy originates with Aristotle; without theoretical refinements, it is an action of decline and demise of one of high birth and great stature.  Macbeth surely fits the bill: cousin to Duncan and soldier without apparent peer.​[3]​  It is one thing to apply the term “tragedy” to a protagonist like Macbeth with the downward arc of his life, quite another to apply the term “tragedy” to a play like Macbeth with its upturned parabola of a nation’s future.  The difference reflects, if one is philosophically given, a “category mistake” or, if one is literarily given, a synecdoche.  The substitution of a part for a whole entails an enormous difference of reference and meaning.  The convenience of the trope in critical parlance has the unfortunate effect in some instances of blinding us to, or biasing our perception of, the play before us.  Such I believe to be the case with Macbeth.  For instance, L. C. Knights’s summary of the play as a “statement of evil” ignores the ending and thus reduces the play to something simpler than it is.​[4]​  So I see Macbeth as something more inclusive and other than tragedy.





The final scene is short.  Its initial portion, with its news of battlefield losses, including Siward’s son, shows the comfort which Siward takes from his son’s brave conduct and the consolation offered by Malcolm and Rosse.  Echoing the consolation offered to Macduff in the Court Scene, it does not invite a reading of irony.

This portion separates Macduff’s off-stage slaying of Macbeth at the end of the previous scene and his entrance in this one, with Macbeth’s head borne on a pike.  So if the ending is ironic, the irony must occur in the final twenty-two lines of the play.  Kastan finds the irony in the first half-dozen lines after Macduff’s entrance, specifically in Macduff’s and the assembled thanes and kinsmen’s salutations of Malcolm.  Actually, he does not find irony in the salutations themselves but in the comparison of them and those of the witches at the beginning of the play.  Thus, he finds it ironic that “Malcolm is three times hailed as king exactly [his emphasis] as Macbeth has been by the witches.”​[6]​  But, in fact, they are hailed quite differently.  Both are hailed three times, Macbeth by each witch:

1.	All haile Macbeth, haile to thee Thane of Glamis.
2.	All haile Macbeth, haile to thee Thane of Cawdor.
3.	All haile Macbeth, that shalt be King hereafter.  (I,iii,48-50)

Malcolm three times, twice by Macduff, once by Macduff, thanes, and kinsman:

Macd. 	Haile King, for so thou art….
I see thee compast with thy Kingdomes Pearle,
That speak my salutation in their minds:
Whose voyces I desire alowd with mine.
Haile King of Scotland.
All.							Haile King of Scotland.  (V,ix,20,22-25)​[7]​

The count is the same; the content of the salutations and their sequence are not.  The witches’ salutations attribute progressively higher titles to Macbeth, rising from Glamis to Cawdor to King.  Macduff’s and the thanes and kinsmen’s salutations attribute one title to Malcolm; King or King of Scotland.  The witches’ salutations suit Macbeth’s ambition and his usurping conduct as a soldier seeking the throne; Macduff’s and the thanes and kinsmen’s salutations suit Malcolm’s rightful status as king.

Kastan also reads the play as ironic and lacking political ideals on the claim, noted above, that Macbeth is a lawful king in a way in which Malcolm is not.  He argues that all regicides are equal because a duly installed king is one “truly owed” allegiance, that the observance of formalities alone establishes legitimacy, which thereby merits allegiance.

Macduff calls Macbeth an “untitled tyrant bloody-scepter’d,”…but in fact, however bloody his scepter, he certainly is, as Macduff well knows, titled [his emphasis]. Although Macbeth is undeniably a murderer, he lawfully succeeds and is crowned.  “’Tis most like/The sovereignty will fall upon Macbeth,” observes Ross; and Macduff responds: “He is already nam’d, and gone to Scone/To be invested.”…  “Named” and legally enthroned, Macbeth is king and arguably truly owed the obedience of his countrymen.​[8]​

Kastan builds his case on denying Macduff’s use of the word “untitled”; obviously, he quibbles—“arguably” indicates as much—and thereby confuses the important difference between having a title and having a right to a title.  By rejecting the usual editorial gloss of “untitled” as “illegitimate,” he incurs an obligation to explain whether Shakespeare made a mistake or made Macduff a fool and, if so, why.  But he offers none.

Everyone else knows that “untitled” implies the distinction between a good, or valid, title and a bad, or invalid, one.  Kastan ignores this commonplace of contemporary law and public understanding, this traditional concept in historical narrative and political discourse, and the historical and political concern to identify the “true king,” with its implied contrast to a false king.  Here and elsewhere in Shakespeare, it points the question: who is the true prince or king.  Macduff is not alone in expressing this conventional wisdom; later, Cathness says to other leaders of the invasion, “Well, march we on/To give Obedience, where ‘tis truly ow’d” (V,ii,25-26).

Macduff’s term “untitled” captures all that contemporary usage implies, and his conduct indicates his rejection of a false king and his allegiance to the true king.  When Macduff salutes Malcolm as “King,” he recognizes him as the true king; when he adds, “for so thou art,” he indicates that Malcolm is truly the king, without anyone’s say-so—notably, without election by council and in advance of coronation.  Macduff’s course of conduct in the play is inexplicable except for this distinction.





Our first impression of Malcolm suggests the warrior, not the weakling.  Introducing the Sergeant who fought to prevent his capture, Malcolm implies that he was in the thick of battle.  But we see him mainly as son and heir.  In responding to Duncan’s questions, Malcolm shows himself obedient and deferential to his father and king (I,ii; I,iv).  In the confusion after the disclosure of Duncan’s murder, Donalbain asks first, “What is amisse?” (II,iii,97); when Macduff answers directly, Malcolm asks the pertinent question which no one else has thought to ask: “O, by whom?” (100).​[9]​  Malcolm’s and Donalbain’s asides to each other indicate their suspicions and sense of danger.  They prudently elect to escape to England and Ireland, respectively.  Malcolm does not reappear until later; Donalbain, never.  However, Shakespeare reminds us of Malcolm, first in Macbeth’s digression on Duncan’s sons, perhaps the most awkward of the interruptions which delay Banquo’s ride from court; then in the anonymous lord’s report that Malcolm has been well received in Edward’s court.

The Court Scene has long puzzled many as superfluous.  When Malcolm and Macduff appear together, the audience knows that Malcolm is the designated and legitimate successor to his father, and is sensible and cautious.  It knows that Macduff is a knight of considerable prowess, is loyal to the royal family and its line of succession, and has left his family at risk because of his patriotism to Scotland.  As the scene unfolds, it learns that Malcolm has taken charge: receiving emissaries, detecting and deflecting attempted betrayals, securing troops for a return—all matters capable of presentation sans scene.  So the question is: what is this scene for?

Its primary purpose is to make the turn between Malcolm’s exile and his return.  The turn hinges on his ability to re-establish the trustworthy, beneficent feudal relationship between king and his chief follower, or steward, in order to ensure political stability and productive rule for Scotland.  Duncan’s failure to distinguish between the appearance of loyalty and the reality of treachery in his false steward, Macbeth, is the ultimate cause of his death and Scotland’s distress.  To avoid repeating Duncan’s disastrous error, Malcolm must ascertain whether Macduff’s appearance of loyalty manifests the reality of it.

Malcolm’s test of Macduff is a thematic and narrative necessity to justify the closing celebration of Malcolm’s triumphant ascension.  If the action initiated and pursued by Macbeth is ironic, the counter-movement directed by Malcolm must be non-ironic.  Otherwise, the counter-movement with its celebratory ending is also ironic.  So the questions are whether the Court Scene shows the counter-movement to be based on the resolution of these thematic issues, whether Malcolm’s test really works, and whether it demonstrates his fitness to rule.  The answers do not depend on prooftexts; Macduff’s puzzlement—“Such welcome, and unwelcom things at once/’Tis hard to reconcile” (IV,iii,138-139)—is not the leitmotif of the scene.  They do not depend on an assumption that Shakespeare and his audience looked askance at a leader mixing political calculation and political idealism.  On the contrary, in the rightful successor, they probably saw the one as the means to the other as the end.  The answers depend on a close reading of the scene, in terms appropriate to the entire play.





The Court Scene deserves a detailed analysis to demonstrate Malcolm’s fitness for the leadership which Scotland requires.​[10]​  Here I make only two comments on points usually overlooked by critics.  Though they have nothing to do with the resolution of the critical thematic issues, they have everything to do with an assessment of his character.

One, Malcolm knows, Macduff knows, and we, mindful of his first appearance, know that Malcolm is an accomplished warrior.  Here, he remarks that he expects to defeat Macbeth in single combat—“When I shall treade upon the Tyrants head,/Or weare it on my Sword” (45-46).  “When,” not “if”—a strong claim casually made by a man confident of his prowess, a claim eliciting neither protest nor derision.





The Court Scene deserves detailed attention because of its importance.  Length alone is a sign of significance; position, another.  Between the action and the counteraction, it is the point on which the play pivots.  Thematic resolution and dramatic showing enable narrative continuation to the conclusion.  Malcolm proves himself an improvement on his father in the terms which defined his father’s failure.  He demonstrates competence, effectiveness, and compassion in addition to his unquestioned legitimacy to the throne.  The argument that Malcolm is not the man required to set his country on a secure course into the future fails on the facts of a close reading of his performance and what it likely meant to Shakespeare’s audience.

For Shakespeare and his audience, the structure of the play would have resembled that of the exile-and-return motif of chivalric romance.  Most critics think that, by Shakespeare’s day, chivalric romances were moldy tales of the medieval period and of little influence on late Elizabethan and early Jacobean literature, including drama.  The argument to the contrary is too long to rehearse here.​[11]​  Of this particular motif, the tradition is something old and something new.  The dates of composition of the earliest chivalric romances in English literary history—King Horn (1225), Bevis of Hampton (1300), and Guy of Warwick (1300)—should not deceive us that these romances had died out long before Shakespeare’s day.  Shakespeare might not have known King Horn, but he surely knew Bevis of Hampton and Guy of Warwick; manuscripts were numerous, printings were frequent well into the sixteenth century, and more of both were probably lost.  A play entitled Guy of Warwick (1593) was adapted to the stage for a company with which Shakespeare was associated.  In each, the plot, however complicated and convoluted, has a guiding line: exile and return, with intervening time spent in foreign lands and foreign courts to prove and prepare the hero.  Such is the structure of many a chivalric romance; so it is of Macbeth, with the Court Scene its pivotal point.

Thus, I come to my third and final question: is Macbeth better classified as a tragedy because of its attention to its protagonist, or as something else?  My argument is that the larger story of Duncan’s death and Malcolm’s exile, Malcolm’s stay in the English court, and his return to power is the framing tale of the story of Macbeth’s usurpation and defeat.  In this sense, Macbeth is Malcolm’s factor.  Given the encompassing structure provided by the exile-and-return motif, but not forgetting the protagonist’s demise and death, I urge that the play be seen as a tragic romance, a genre inclusive of both tragedy and romance, and reflecting, in this case, the subordination of the former to the latter.  The king is dead; long live the king.  Malcolm has earned it.






The Court Scene deserves a detailed analysis to demonstrate Malcolm’s credible promise of the leadership which Scotland requires.  For the sake of brevity, I offer a summary of that analysis which I have provided elsewhere.​[13]​

 The scene is not a static tableau.​[14]​  Instead, it is a dynamic representation of the ideal king in three parts.  The first (1-139) is Malcolm’s test of Macduff as a potentially false steward.  The second (140-159) is a brief interlude in which a doctor reports, and Malcolm explains, Edward’s touching for the King’s Evil.  The third (159-240) is Malcolm’s management of Macduff in his response to Rosse’s news.  I call these three parts the test, the confirmation, and the application, respectively.  Throughout the Court Scene, Shakespeare represents Malcolm to be, not an abstraction, but a fully realized character who resolves the thematic issues arising from the defects of his predecessors and who dominates the scene as a whole and Macduff in particular.  Thus, it shows Malcolm an ideal king—competent, legitimate, effective, compassionate.

In the test, Malcolm is every bit as dissembling, devious, and manipulative, as critics have claimed, for more than one good reason: he must not only look out for himself, but also, in looking out for himself, look out for Scotland.  Being king is no safe and easy job, and the concentration of power in one person entails corresponding responsibilities, including precautions, for self-preservation and political stability.  So his machinations repeatedly baffling and apparently rebuffing Macduff reflect important requisites of the job.​[15]​

Thus, Malcolm interrogates Macduff.  First, Malcolm calls Macduff’s veracity into question; undermines the reliability of the outward appearance of loyalty as a guide to the inward reality of it; then invites Macduff to persist in the true appearance of virtue although its appearance is inseparable from the false appearance of vice: “Angels are bright still, though the brightest fell./Though all things foule, would wear the brows of grace,/Yet Grace must still looke so” (22-24).  As Malcolm’s challenge is an impossible one to overcome, so Macduff gives up.

But Malcolm keeps him in play, though on the defensive, by challenging Macduff’s motives by implying that his departure from his family indicates an understanding with Macbeth which assured its safety.​[16]​  Macduff apostrophizes Scotland that its legitimate heir is afraid to oppose its tyrannous ruler and, denying that he is a villain, bids Malcolm farewell.

Again, Malcolm prevents his departure with a statement of sympathy for Scotland’s sufferings, a report of support from England and those in Scotland, and, a claim which harkens back to his first appearance as a warrior but which critics overlook.  Malcolm remarks that he expects to defeat Macbeth in single combat “When I shall treade upon the Tyrants head,/Or weare it on my Sword” (45-46).  “When,” not “if”—a strong claim casually made by a man confident of his military prowess, a claim eliciting neither protest nor derision.  Malcolm proceeds to test Macduff’s professed love of Scotland by denigrating himself with accusations presumed to reflect Macbeth’s vices and to reverse the virtues of a worthy king.  He claims that Scotland’s sufferings would increase under his rule and astonishes Macduff by transvaluing Macbeth and himself; Macbeth’s blackness would seem white against the darkness of Malcolm’s unlimited damage to Scotland.  Macduff denies the possibility.  Only after his long self-indictment, only when Malcolm asserts that “I am as I have spoken” (102), does Macduff repudiate him by denying his fitness to govern and deploring his blasphemy against his parents.  Macduff responds by exclaiming that he is thus banished from Scotland and has lost his family—a powerful declaration which persuades Malcolm of his loyalty and patriotism.

Yet again, Malcolm prevents his departure, with a full explanation to a now-trusted follower.  We should note some of the terms.  Malcolm explains that what has saved him is his “modest Wisedome [which] pluckes me/From over-credulous hast” (119-120).  His “modest Wisedome” keeps him from “over-credulous hast”—Duncan’s failing—and from “absolute feare” (38)—Macbeth’s condition.  Malcolm places his trust in Macduff but, knowing that trust established between people cannot be perfect, invokes God to mediate between them.  He retracts his slanders in detail.  He repeats his intentions to redress wrongs and abuses, and his command of troops led by Siward “Already at a point…[and] setting foorth” (135).  Malcolm’s reversal stuns Macduff into silence, which, Malcolm observing and questioning, elicits an admission of confusion: “Such welcome, and unwelcom things at once/’Tis hard to reconcile” (138-139).  Macduff’s bafflement is a natural response to his inability to comprehend the convolutions of Malcolm’s test of his motives, values, and commitments.

The test succeeds in three ways: it ascertains the reality of Macduff’s loyalty from the appearance of it which might conceal treachery; it establishes Malcolm’s dominance of Macduff; and it displays his “modest Wisedome,” a middle course marking his improvement on Duncan’s “absolute Trust” and Macbeth’s unbounded fear.  In the end, the test of Macduff is a test of Malcolm, and the success of his test proves him a success.

The confirmation is a short but critical link between Malcolm and his parents, the throne, and ultimately the holy.  The Doctor indicates the healing powers received through divine dispensation to kings, not provided by doctors of physic.  Malcolm’s religious language describing the process links him to his father as the successor possessing the king’s touch; the religious terms are self-anointing, verbally investing him as the politically and religiously legitimate as well as the competent heir of Duncan.  Thus, before Rosse enters, the Court Scene has progressed from establishing Malcolm’s competence through his successful testing of Macduff to crowning that success and confirming the legitimacy of his succession.

The application is the dramatic display of Malcolm’s leadership.  The overall purpose of Rosse’s mission, his news, and the responses to them is to show Malcolm an able ruler because he can master and manage his followers in a manner beneficial to both Scotland and them.

The parallels between Macduff and Rosse in coming to England somewhat diminish Macduff’s stature.  Rosse’s appearance and his appeal to Malcolm stress that Malcolm, not Macduff, is central to the counter-movement.  Rosse’s reception re-enacts some of what we have already witnessed in the case of Macduff.  Out of suspicion that Rosse may be an agent, Malcolm keeps his distance from him until, demonstrating his trust in Macduff, he accepts his assurance of Rosse’s loyalty.

Rosse’s news is first military and political according to his purpose, then personal by the accident of encountering Macduff.  He reiterates Scotland’s abuses, evades Macduff’s questions about his family, and reports the rumor of forces gathering in opposition to Macbeth’s.  Now done with the public business of his trip to the English court, Rosse returns to Macduff’s questions and gives them answers frank to the point of brutality.

Macduff is incapacitated by the news; he pulls his hat down to hide his tears in silent grief.  Malcolm, speaking first to express the shock felt by all, exclaims, “Mercifull Heaven” (207), then urges Macduff to express his sorrow.  Macduff responds by asking Rosse questions which require a reiteration of the terrible facts, and Rosse gives them.  For the rest of the scene, the dialogue focuses on Malcolm’s helping Macduff to recover from disabling grief and to resolve his anger by a sanctioned and serviceable vengeance against Macbeth.

Malcolm’s next counsel, consistent with his comment to Donalbain on Duncan’s death, is to “Be comforted./Let’s make us Med’cines of our great Revenge,/To cure this deadly greefe” (213-215).  It seems to be counsel ignored by Macduff, who rages at his loss of family.  Malcolm urges Macduff to “Dispute it like a man” (220), to which Macduff responds pointedly that he will, but only after he feels it like one.  This line, if uttered by anyone not evidently mature, capable, and strong, must be risible.  It is not because it is part of the give and take between these two men in this moment of crisis for them both.

Malcolm gives Macduff time to deal with his feelings.  Realizing that his mission provoked the deaths of his wife and son, Macduff undergoes a change of emotion, from rage to guilt.  When he achieves peace by praying that “Heaven rest them now” (227), Malcolm urges him to abandon religious quietism: “Be this the Whetstone of your sword, let griefe/Convert to anger: blunt not the heart, enrage it” (228-229).  Macduff, steadied by Malcolm’s interventions, agrees; in his final words in the scene, he pledges to confront Macbeth in single combat.  Malcolm cheers his resolve and leads Rosse and Macduff to take leave of Edward.  Proclaiming their “Power…[to be] ready” as the “Instruments” of the “Powres above” (236, 239, 238), he prepares to lead an invasion of Scotland by English troops.  The campaign thus unites the rightful ruler’s return from exile and a just and holy war to liberate a suffering country from a usurping tyrant.
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^1	  “What have the theoretically well-justified dissimulations of this canny young man, this perfect looking-glass for princes, to do with the agonized visions of Inverness and Dunsinane?  How do they fit one who has a father murdered as well as revenges to execute on the tyrant who popped in between the election and his hopes?…we are not moved.  He is impersonal.  The man is lost in the ruler.  He may be Vox Dei; it means that he is merely vox.”  “The Sources of Macbeth,” in Shakespeare Survey, 4, ed. Allardyce Nicoll (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1951): 37, 39.
^2	  David Scott Kastan, Shakespeare after Theory (New York: Routledge, 1999): 165-182.  My rebuttal appears in my review in Contemporary Drama 35.1 (Spring, 2001): 125-138, especially 134-138.
^3	  Michael L. Hays, Shakespearean Tragedy as Chivalric Romance: Rethinking Macbeth, Hamlet, Othello, and King Lear (Woodbridge: Boydell & Brewer, 2003), 127-129, argues that the reference to “Bellona’s Bridegroom,” in the context of Shakespeare’s adaptation of the battles reported in Holinshed and his audiences’ knowledge of Scottish geography, alludes to Macduff.
^4	  “How Many Children Had Lady Macbeth?: An Essay in the Theory and Practice of Shakespearean Criticism” (1933), in Explorations: Essays in Criticism Mainly on the Literature of the Seventeenth Century (1946; rpt. Hammondsworth: Penguin, 1964), 29.
^5	  R. G. Moulton, Shakespeare as a Dramatic Artist: A Popular Illustration of the Principles of Scientific Criticism, 3rd edn., (1893; rpt. New York: Dover, 1966), long ago detailed the irony of the action as it applies to the play.
^6	  Kastan, p. 174.
^7	  My text is Charlton Hinman, ed., The First Folio of Shakespeare, The Norton Facsimile (New York: Norton, 1968.)  My lineation follows G. Blakemore Evans, gen. ed., The Riverside Shakespeare, 2nd edn. (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1997).
^8	  Kastan, pp. 174-5.  The word “arguably” I take to suggest that Kastan knows better than he argues and hedges his claim.
^9	  When Donalbain says, “Our Teares are not yet brew’d” (124), he focuses on the display of emotion, not the emotion itself.  When Malcolm adds, “Nor our strong Sorrow/Upon the foot of Motion” (124-125), he acknowledges, but does not indulge or display emotion; and points to its future use in action.  His response is a disciplined and a responsible—in a word, a mature—one.  It anticipates his conduct in the Court Scene, where he pretends to urge a display of feelings but purposes to liberate Scotland from Macbeth’s misrule and counsels Macduff to let emotion serve action.  Shakespeare expected leaders to lead, not, to coin a word, lacrimate.
^10	  For the brevity required of seminar papers, I sketch this analysis in an endnote and detail it in Hays, 115-121.
^11	  Hays, 27-65.
^12	  This note is the full section “V” of my original paper, relegated to this position for reasons of length.
^13	  Hays, 115-121.
^14	  Knights regards the scene as “choric commentary”—a view which divests the scene of significant action of its own (p. 39).  He goes farther to dogmatize that “There is no other way in which the scene can be read” (40).
^15	  So, too, Hal’s calculated use of his tavern companions.
^16	  Legally, unauthorized leave-taking without notice to other family members exculpated them from legal charges and penalties.  Presumably, given the law and a knight’s obligation to protect women and children, Macduff trusts Macbeth to obey the law and the chivalric code, and thus believes his wife and children safe from harm.  Malcolm knows better, so he suspects that Macduff protects them by serving as Macbeth’s agent.
